City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Theses and Dissertations

Hunter College

Spring 5-8-2022

Break Time
Quinlan Maggio
CUNY Hunter College

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_sas_etds/895
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

Break Time
by
Quinlan Maggio

Submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Fine Arts Studio Art, Hunter College
The City University of New York

2022

05/08/2022
Date

A.K. Burns
Thesis Sponsor

05/08/2022
Date

Carrie Moyer
Second Reader

1

This work is dedicated to my uncle, Chris Maggio, his former RC Cola route, and all of
the ways in which our paths overlap.
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Creative Class Consciousness
Conceived as a collective and creative human capacity harnessed by capital to
the production of surplus value, living labor can yield both a critical standpoint
from which the alienating and exploitative conditions of modern work can be
critically interrogated and a utopian potential that can inform speculations about
the revolutionary transformation of those conditions.
—Kathi Weeks, The Problem With Work
For the past seven years I’ve worked as a web designer to pay my bills and fund
my art practice. I started as a junior UI/UX Designer at an internet company called
Answers.com. I made $30,000 a year, not a bad salary for the St. Louis metro area.
Although considered creative work, working as a designer is not quite the same as
making art. You design for a client, or for your bosses, almost always at the whim of the
creative director or manager above you. What creativity or freedom you do have on the
job is very limited in scope and ultimately must be approved by the client.
When I moved to New York, I freelanced for a couple of years, bouncing around
from gig to gig. My most formative working experience came a bit later, when I was
picked up by Google to work as a contractor on one of their many in-house design
teams. For the first six months or so I was enthralled by the free food, compensated
happy hours, and swag, or company-branded free stuff. However, after the glow of
these ‘benefits’ wore off, I began to become disillusioned with my work. Through a
series of micromanaging incidents, I learned that my work was ultimately not my own,
that there were limits to my autonomy within the role and I was expected to adhere to
those boundaries. I also learned of my own precarity; while contractors like me worked
for a lesser wage and no health insurance, my coworkers in the same role received
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huge bonuses, fully covered medical and dental insurance, extravagant parties, free
massages, and more. Amongst the most extravagant displays of wealth I had ever seen
or had access to, I could neither place nor shake feelings of discontentment and
uneasiness. It was not until I joined a socialist book club did I find the language to
describe my feelings: alienation.
There are four types of alienation as defined by Marx in his Manuscripts of 1844:
“the alienation of the worker from the products of their labor; the worker’s alienation
from their own labor; the alienation of the worker from human nature; and the alienation
of the worker from other humans.”1 All of these stem from the establishment of wage
labor,2 a dominant feature of the current mode of capitalism for the working classes,
where a worker must sell their labor in order to access products necessary to live, such
as food and housing. For me, the emotional dimension of alienation came through years
of working at what David Graeber calls “bullshit jobs,”3 creating feelings of hopelessness
and unfulfillment around work that didn’t itself seem to matter.
It was not until two weeks after I quit my job at Google that 20,000 of my former
coworkers walked out in protest of a New York Times article 4 detailing Andriod executive
1

Bruce Erickson, “Marx, Alienation and Dialectics Within Leisure,” in The Palgrave Handbook of Leisure
Theory (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).
2

“The wage system remains the dominant mechanism by which individuals are integrated, either directly
or indirectly, into the capitalist mode of economic cooperation.” Kathi Weeks, “Marxism, Productivism, and
the Refusal of Work,” in The Problem with Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork
Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), p. 97.
3

David Graeber, Bullshit Jobs: The Rise of Pointless Work and What We Can Do About It (London,
England: Penguin Books, 2019).
4

Daisuke Wakabayashi and Katie Benner, “How Google Protected Andy Rubin, the 'Father of Android',”
The New York Times (The New York Times, October 25, 2018),
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/25/technology/google-sexual-harassment-andy-rubin.html.
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Andy Rubin’s $90 million dollar payout from Google following claims of sexual
harrassment. For me, it was emotional realizing that there were employees at Google
that were actively organizing. Myself and others5 saw it as a powerful example of worker
solidarity in the tech sector. As a result I became involved in tech worker organizing
through the Tech Workers Coalition and DSA’s6 Tech Action working group.
My time as a graduate student at the Hunter College MFA program has opened
up a space to process my experiences of workplace alienation and solidarity as well as
synthesize these experiences into artistic works that explore questions of labor and the
artist’s studio (and school) as a site of production. Through this process of reforming
and reimagining my relationship to work, I have discovered where my true interests lie:
creating space for collective conversations about work and labor through immersive
installations.

The Project
My graduate thesis is a two-part art project in which I create site-specific
private/public spaces and encounters within a larger public, specifically, that of the
Hunter MFA community and its art-viewing audience.
The first phase of the project is a socially engaged artwork in which I place a
working vending machine filled with free items in a high-traffic area of the Hunter MFA
building. The vending machine becomes a vehicle to communicate and express
community thinking, desires, needs and wants. The form is important, as a vending
5

Ben Tarnoff, “The Making of the Tech Worker Movement,” Logic Magazine, May 9, 2020,
https://logicmag.io/the-making-of-the-tech-worker-movement/full-text/.
6

Democratic Socialists of America
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machine is a space for a private encounter in a semi-public place. That encounter
means confronting one’s own desires as well as the collective desire displayed in the
machine. Through this encounter the question emerges: to engage or not, and with
what/which item(s)? Because everything is free, there is not the usual relationship
between a price and a commodity. As a community hub, the machine could be a place
of abundance—abundance of sustenance, resources, tips and tricks sourced from the
community for the community. An abundance of encounters.
In the second phase of the project, I move the vending machine into an empty
room in the same building and build it out as a ‘break room’. Here, I will continue to
respond to the requests of the community, but in a more thematic and experimental way.
For the final presentation of the work in the 205 Hudson Gallery, the project becomes
four immersive installations, all housed within the form of vending machines that have
been converted into a giant SAD lamp, a karaoke lounge, a guided meditation, and a
lending library of books thematic to this project. The project also moves into speculative
design via an artist’s book containing 30 additional illustrations of unrealized vending
machine installations.

Why Here, Why Now, Why Free
The primary architectural feature of the Hunter MFA studio building is its hive of
closed doors, each leading to a private workspace. Long ago converted from a printing
factory built in 1928, the building retains a factory-like setting, a maze of studios,
kitchenettes, offices, workshops and critique rooms. The furniture is spartan, the decor
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minimal and largely DIY by the students. Coming to 205 Hudson is much like coming to
work.
One of the constant themes of the Hunter MFA program is that of scarcity. We
are constantly told there is not enough money, that the real administrative power lies in
the hands of unreachable bureaucrats. Faculty and staff lines disappear. Sponges,
cutlery and dish soap run low in the communal kitchens. However, there is also an
active community of 120+ students, faculty and staff that share the space and resources
of the program. Tools and tips are shared, and a sort of institutional knowledge travels
generationally from cohort to cohort.
In 2013, Hunter College moved its graduate art studios from a city-owned
building in Hell's Kitchen to 205 Hudson St.7 The new building is located in Tribeca, an
upscale food desert, with an overpriced cafe as the only source of food in the building.
Instead, students often put together communal meals for classes, thesis, midprogram
reviews, open studios, and other large events. Due to Covid-19, there are no longer any
in-person events to provide food for students or staff. In a way, the program was
stripped down to its “essentials”—classes moved online, events canceled,
communication relegated to occasional email threads. Sustenance, chance encounters,
a sense of community—some aspects of the program went missing, while other gaps in
the institution (lack of healthcare, childcare) became glaring.

7

Andrew Capetta and Tyler Coburn, “Re-Skilling and Rehousing an MFA: Hunter's Recent
Transformation,” School Watch - Art & Education, April 1, 2014,
https://www.artandeducation.net/schoolwatch/57989/re-skilling-and-rehousing-an-mfa-hunter-s-recent-tra
nsformation.
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An early concept sketch for the community vending machine.
Ink on paper, 2021

In late 2020, during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, professors Chloë
Bass and Gregory Sholette established Social Practice CUNY,8 a new offshoot of the
Social Practice program at Queens College. SPCUNY brings together social
8

https://socialpracticecuny.org/
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practitioners, both faculty and students, from diverse CUNY campuses to create new
socially engaged art projects.
As a part of the inaugural Social Practice CUNY cohort, I proposed to bring a
vending machine to the Hunter MFA program. Everyone who works or studies in the
building would have access to the machine. My initial idea was to survey the entire
community—Hunter MFA students, faculty and staff—with the questions “What do you
want?,” “What do you need?” and “Why?” Through conversations with Daniel Bozhkov,
the faculty sponsor for the project, I arrived at a different question: “What is Missing?” A
placard with the slogan was placed next to the empty machine, asking not only what is
missing from the machine (snacks, gum, candy) but also what is missing from the
institution (i.e. food in general, healthcare, childcare, a sense of community–anything).
In this way, the project is both a sort of institutional critique and a form beyond it as a
socially engaged artwork.

11

The suggestion box signage for the vending machine. Engraved plastic, 2021

The “What is missing” signage is accompanied by a list of possibilities: “candy / a
pack of gum / loose cigarettes / the number of a trusted therapist / a cold drink / a walk
by the river.” This list was meant to provide examples of what could be provided in the
vending machine, from the mundane to the resourceful to the poetic, and hopefully
provoke a wide range of responses from the community. In order to gather responses, a
‘suggestion box’ was installed by the second floor elevator. Paired with the empty
vending machine, the signage motivated responses from Hunter MFA students, faculty,
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and staff for around two months that were collected on cards deposited in the
suggestion box.

A collection of response cards submitted by the Hunter MFA community

As of the writing of this paper, a total of 58 cards have been submitted,
representing around a third of the Hunter MFA population. The requests ranged from
chips, cookies and candy to painkillers, Plan B, and money. In the first round of stocking
the machine, I chose mostly practical items that would be useful for finals week, i.e.
protein bars, Monster energy drinks, pens and pencils, notebooks, candy and
cigarettes. Then I went to the Risograph lab and created custom cards for some of the
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more abstract requests, for example: a blank postcard in response to a request for “a
vacation,” or printing cards with the contact info for a reliable drug dealer for a request
for “a hookup.” The suggestion box continues to collect requests even while the
machine is continuously stocked, with items that respond to the question:, “What is
missing?”.
This project is heavily site-specific to the school and program of which I am a
student. At the same time, the institutional structure and challenges that the Hunter
College MFA program faces are not unique. Therefore, the project speaks to the larger
system of public school higher education and the difficulties of distributing resources
and fostering community within those structures, especially as professionalization and
divestment by local, state and federal governments remain the primary trends.
The Covid-19 pandemic has both deepened and made more visible the inequities
of life in the United States under late stage capitalism. In a neoliberal society which
perpetuates “the myth of our own invulnerable autonomy,”9 a heightened awareness of
human and ecological interdependence arose as public health and safety became a
prominent feature of daily life in the global pandemic. Within the microcosm of the
Hunter MFA program, the studios closed and classes moved online. What was already
a highly individuated experience became even more fragmented. When the studio
building finally reopened, public safety measures like social distancing and occupancy
restrictions shrunk the social life of the program (for good reason). It is against this
backdrop of social isolation that the form of the vending machine arose—essentially a
9

Joan C. Tronto, in Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (London: Routledge,
2020), p. 19.
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robot that allows for a socially-distanced interaction with the community. The second
phase of the project, a thematic break room housing the vending machine and other
objects, continues to adhere to social distance requirements for spaces of public
engagement.
The vending machine is free, aside from one item which allows viewers/users to
make a $1 donation, as well as there being a small “Donations/Returns” box attached to
the side of the machine. The model for a free machine is inspired by free community
fridges, free food at the workplace–-specifically in the tech industry— and the free food
and healthcare practices of historic groups such as the Diggers of San Francisco10 and
the Black Panthers’ Free Breakfast program. 11

10

Bradford D. Martin, “The Diggers: Politicizing the Counterculture,” in The Theater Is in the Streets:
Polities and Performance in the Sixties America (Amherst: Massachusetts University Press, 2004), pp.
86-124.
11

Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, “Breakfast,” in Black against Empire: The History and Politics of
the Black Panther Party (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016).
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The Fort Greene Community Fridge, 357 Myrtle Ave, Brooklyn, NY

Community fridges, many of which sprung up around NYC in response to
Covid-19, are generally self-identified mutual aid projects that provide free food to
residents and passersby. The fridges are usually outside and accessible to anyone on
the street. The food is either donated, thus also addressing food waste, or bought with
donated funds. The ‘freedges’ are stocked by volunteers who work in shifts to process
the donated food, label it, and put it in the fridges.
At every job site I’ve worked at there has always been some concept of a
communal kitchen. Following the lead of Silicon Valley tech companies, most of the
companies I worked for provided some level of free food and/or drinks as part of the
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workplace commons, ranging from chips, protein bars, apples to beer or kombucha on
tap. Generally, the wealthier the company, the heartier the offering, for example, Google
serves breakfast, lunch and dinner as well as free snacks, coffee and custom juices.
Rather than an act of generosity, I came to see these offerings as a manipulative part of
the employment contract that enable employees to stay at work for as long as possible
(Google even had a gym, showers and sleeping quarters). However, there is some
kernel of influence that my working experiences with free food had on the idea for the
machine.
The machine is free because I believe in the free agenda: free education, free
healthcare, free food, free childcare, free housing. I believe all of these are human rights
that can be funded by higher taxes on the wealthy elite. The vending machine is funded
by a private grant from the Andrew Mellon W. Foundation, the conservative industrialist
whose fortune is the largest funder of the arts and humanities in the United States. I see
this grant as a sort of tax (though not tax-free) on the wealthy that due to its one-time
nature shows the limits of private charity as a finite and tightly controlled source of
funding.
However, the method of exchange feels largely transactional and
commodity-based in that viewers/users see something they want, punch in the code
and then they can consume it. In the next phase of the project, I’m interested in
complicating this relationship by altering the transactional nature of the machine and
providing experiences that somehow exceed or defy the expectations of a “normal”
vending machine. In this way, I’m interested in the machine as an experimental space, a
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hub for a community to not only manifest its needs and wants but also contend with
them in a creative way.
Break Time
Imagine, if you can, a small room, hexagonal in shape, like the cell of a bee. It is
lighted neither by window nor by lamp, yet it is filled with a soft radiance. There
are no apertures for ventilation, yet the air is fresh. There are no musical
instruments, and yet, at the moment that my meditation opens, this room is
throbbing with melodious sounds. An armchair is in the centre, by its side a
reading-desk — that is all the furniture. And in the armchair there sits a swaddled
lump of flesh — a woman, about five feet high, with a face as white as a fungus.
It is to her that the little room belongs.
—E. M. Forster, “The Machine Stops”
That little phone booth with the fake window poster. It was a deep red color, with
room for just one chair and a small table with a telephone. I would go there to be alone,
to cry, to hyperventilate through mini-panic attacks, to check my phone or take a
meeting. This was the room I was radicalized in, where I learned what it meant to be a
singular worker at the whims of a giant multinational corporation, a neverending web of
managers, bosses, and executives. At Google, I wasn’t even a real employee—I was a
contractor, a second-class status given to the developers, designers, researchers, food
services and janitorial staff hired as independent contractors who now outnumber the
full-time employees at the company. So when I was offered a full-time position (with
benefits and bonuses), I refused, much to the chagrin of my coworkers and parents. I
derived great pleasure from the refusal, and instead ‘escaped’ into academia, to an
anomalous MFA program within a large public university—at first, in pursuit of an “art
career,” and then in search of something far more critical to my education and survival.
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The entrance to the Break Room, 2022, 205 Hudson St. NY. Mixed media,
dimensions variable
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The Break Room
A break room is a place to bide time—bide, meaning “remain or stay
somewhere.” There are usually limits to how comfortable you can get at work. The
angle of a chair, the thinness of a foam cushion–all designed for a time-bound,
temporary stay. A respite: “a short period of rest or relief from something difficult or
unpleasant,” it also means to delay or postpone.12
My theory of the break room is that of a liminal space—an in-between but still
literal place within a larger institutional structure where people can temporarily escape
the pressures of work. These breaks (lunch break, smoke breaks, now “bio breaks”)13
are never quite long enough and often surveilled by management. My installation Break
Room imitates the aesthetics and forms of a corporate office break room, including a
floor of carpet tiles, a drop ceiling, vinyl wall trim, and a water cooler. However, the
function of the room is altered by the hacking of the vending machine into a giant SAD
(Seasonal Affective Disorder) lamp, creating a space of healing, contemplation, and
ultimately a small rupture in work-time.

12

“Respite Definition & Meaning,” Merriam-Webster (Merriam-Webster), accessed May 7, 2022,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/respite.
13

A euphemism for “biological break,” or "techie slang for using the bathroom."
“Bio Break Meaning and Origin,” Merriam-Webster (Merriam-Webster), accessed May 5, 2022,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/bio-break-meaning-and-origin#:~:text=Bio%20break%20i
s%20a%20shortening,dog%20(or%20horse).%22.

20

Work, Rest, and Leisure
Work asks a lot of us. In corporate culture, we are asked to “bring our whole selves to
work,”14 to give to our employers not only our time, but also our personalities, physical
and mental health, and lived experiences for the benefit of the company.15 As well,
freelance and remote work often blurs the boundaries between work and home-life ie.
rest and leisure time.
Leisure, on the other hand, is supposed to be synonymous with free time, time
away from work or “what you will.”16 However, Marx’s understanding of leisure is “not as
the free alternative to the necessity of work but as an aspect of broader alienated
relations: leisure time is generally experienced as a break from work that allows for the
day-to-day reproduction of the labor force.”17 As well, our leisure time under late stage
capitalism is heavily marked by consumption, or rather, it seems like almost every
leisure activity has been subsumed by some company looking to sell that activity as an
experience. However, I am also interested in the potential for leisure as an anti-capitalist
or anti-work activity, for example, as time for political education, organizing, or rest.18
14

Jodi-Ann Burey, “Why You Should Not Bring Your Authentic Self to Work,” TEDxSeattle, accessed May
5, 2022,
https://tedxseattle.com/talks/jodi-ann-burey-why-you-should-not-bring-your-authentic-self-to-work/.
15

“Immaterial labor is highly interactive and mobilizes not only the physical energies but also the entire
subjectivity of the workers.” Silvia Federici, “On Affective Labor,” in Revolution at Point Zero: Housework,
Reproduction, and Feminist Struggle (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2020), p. 65.
16

"Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest and eight hours for what you will." A slogan from the 8 Hour
Day movement and the May Day Strike of 1886.
Kelly Whalen, “How the Weekend Was Won,” PBS (Public Broadcasting Service), accessed May 5, 2022,
https://www.pbs.org/livelyhood/workday/weekend/8hourday.html.
17

Paul Blackledge, “The Dialectics of Work and Leisure in Marx, Lukács, and Lefebvre,” in The Palgrave
Handbook of Leisure Theory (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), pp. 473-486.
18

Tricia Heresy, Rest Is Resistance: A Manifesto (New York : Hachette Book Group, n.d.).
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In the second half of my project, I create a series of experiential vending machine
installations and illustrations that explore leisure as both a byproduct of capitalism and a
potentially (re)generative space for fellow workers. My installations and illustrations
reflect on a series of therapeutic activities suggested by capitalism to address the needs
of the worker through the convenience apparatus of the vending machine. My vending
machines subvert capitalistic tendencies in small ways, for example, inviting viewers to
sing songs about work or follow along with guided meditations on structural issues.
However the forms also show the inadequacies of leisure as a Western notion of bodily
replenishment and a byproduct of capitalist work-structure, i.e., the techno-capitalist
urge to commodify a nightlife activity like karaoke, or creating a subscription service for
the ancient practice of meditation. My project instead offers these leisure activities for
free in the accessible and easily transferable form of the vending machine. Instead of
selling sustenance so that one can keep working, or commodifying experiences, the
machines offer up mini experiences of break-time towards an anti-capitalist politics.

22

The Break Room, 2022, 205 Hudson St, NY. Mixed media, dimensions variable

SAD Lamp
The first therapeutic uses of light, or phototherapy, date back to the end of the
twentieth century.19 A Danish researcher, Niels Fyberg Finsen, showed that light
stimulates the immune defenses and enables the fight against infections. In 1982, the
NIH discovered winter depression and coined the term ‘SAD’ for Seasonal Affective
Disorder. Sitting in front of a bright light of at least 10,000 lumens for 30 minutes a day
is shown to decrease the effects of SAD as well and boost energy and serotonin.

19

National Institutes of Health. (n.d.). Don't be sad: A very brief history of light therapy – circulating now
from NLM. U.S. National Library of Medicine. Retrieved April 25, 2022, from
https://circulatingnow.nlm.nih.gov/2016/12/20/dont-be-sad-a-very-brief-history-of-light-therapy/
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I suffer from SAD. I become a different person in the winter: withdrawn, reclusive,
engulfed in negative self-talk. The installation was created out of a personal need,
whereas the first phase of the project was concerned with supporting community needs.
However, I created this SAD lamp installation with the idea that something that is
beneficial for my body might be beneficial for others as well. Much like the previous
community vending machine installation, the Break Room is always open and
accessible to all students, faculty and staff that work or study in the building. As well, the
SAD lamp vending machine is in the gallery presentation of the work in another Break
Room installation.

Karaoke
The karaoke vending machine is a homage to my favorite after-work pastime.
The installation is modeled after a typical karaoke lounge with wraparound seating. The
vending machine is outfitted with a speaker, microphone, and touchscreen, thus
becoming a vehicle for sound and potential performance. The preselected playlist
carries on the theme of talking about work, including songs like Dolly Parton’s 9 to 5 and
Donna Summer’s She Works Hard for the Money.
For the past several years karaoke has been a cathartic outlet for me. Before
Covid, I would go to Sing Sing Karaoke on St. Marks Place with a group of friends to
rent a private room. We would inevitably stay for at least two to three hours, taking turns
singing throwback songs together. Karaoke was also a favorite after-work activity with
my coworkers, a socially acceptable way to vent energy after a long day at the office.
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Guided Meditation
The guided meditation vending machine is similar to the SAD lamp in that it is
intended to be therapeutic. Visually, a screen saver like animation is rear projected from
inside the machine. The animation is constantly changing color and shape, creating a
rhythmic loop for the eye. Sonically, viewers of the work can choose from four
meditations via different colored labeled buttons: a meditation for intrusive thoughts, a
grounding exercise, and a debt visualization (co-created with artist and classmate sgp).

Lending Library
The lending library is a cross between a Little Free Library20 and a vending
machine. For the installation at 205 Hudson Gallery, the books housed within the
machine are thematic to the project overall, including books on technology, speculative
design, the university as a contested space, the tech worker movement, CUNY history,
and the history of vending machines. The selection ranges in genre from nonfiction to
poetry to longform essay. The library is meant to be both a display and an interactive
object, allowing viewers to borrow books and return them via the slot on the bottom right
side of the machine.

The Book
The final component of the project is an artist’s book called Vending Futures. In it
I compile illustrations of propositions for vending machine installations, ranging from the
silly (Magic 8 ball, Charades) to the imaginary (Time Machine) to the politically
20

https://littlefreelibrary.org/
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necessary (Water). The book offers me a play-space to speculate and create new
images and propositions within an existing structure of the vending machine. The book
represents the future of the project as a space to ideate new forms and ideas through
the seemingly infinite black box of the vending machine.
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Exhibition Images

An installation view of Break Room. Mixed media, dimensions variable, 2022
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An installation view of SAD Lamp. Mixed media, dimensions variable, 2022
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An installation view of Karaoke Lounge. Mixed media, dimensions variable, 2022
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An installation view of Lending Library. Mixed media, dimensions variable, 2022
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An installation view of Guided Meditation Machine. Mixed media, dimensions variable, 2022
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Vending Futures book, 2022
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